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In late August the Tappan Zee Bridge replacement, the Mario M. Cuomo 

Bridge, opened to traffic. How will the costs of constructing this new 

bridge be funded? A loan from the federal government, bonds issued 

by the New York State Thruway Authority, and cash funneled to the 

project by the State will pay the bills in the short term. In the long term, 

approximately $2.9 billion in loans and bonds will need to be repaid. The 

debt service cost should be paid by a toll increase for bridge users, but 

the Governor and Thruway Authority have remained mum on what the 

toll will be and when the increase will take effect. Based on current debt 

projections, the toll could be as much as $10.61 for passenger vehicles; 

less than initial projections of up to $14, but approximately double the 

current $5 toll. 
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History of the Bridge

The idea of a tolled road connecting New York’s major cities was initially proposed in the 1940s. 
This superhighway would run from Buffalo to western Rockland County and connect the rest of 
the state to New York City via New Jersey highways and the George Washington Bridge. In 1950 
Governor Thomas Dewey changed the plan, bringing the highway all the way to New York City, 
necessitating a Hudson River crossing. Though other points along the river would have been easier 
to cross with a bridge, the State selected the Tappan Zee portion of the river because it lay beyond 
the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey’s (Port Authority) jurisdiction, and thus all toll 
revenue could be used by the Thruway Authority to subsidize the rest of the system.1

The Tappan Zee Bridge opened on December 15, 1955 at a cost of approximately $80 million, or 
$735 million in 2017 dollars. Though an engineering marvel at the time, the bridge included design 
flaws, which would lead to a need for costly repairs, or its eventual replacement.2 Those crossing 
the bridge on opening day paid a toll of 50 cents, approximately $4.50 in 2017 dollars, and local 
residents could purchase a monthly passbook for $10, $91 in 2017 dollars.3

Plans to replace the Tappan Zee Bridge began in 1997 when Thruway Authority officials determined 
that a new bridge would be more cost effective than repairing the existing span. Though the 
project’s estimated cost climbed as high as $19 billion at some points, Governor Andrew Cuomo 
eliminated many of the nonessential improvements associated with the project, received federal 
assistance in fast-tracking the permitting process, and qualified for a $1.6 billion federal loan.4  
After serving travelers for nearly 60 years, plans to replace the Tappan Zee were finalized in 2013. 

The first span opened on August 25, 2017, accommodating only westbound traffic. Later, on 
October 6, 2017, the first span began to serve eastbound traffic as well while the old Tappan Zee is 
removed and approaches are built for the second new span. The second new span is scheduled to 
open in 2018, and westbound and eastbound traffic will each have its own new crossing structure.5

Financing the Bridge

Tappan Zee Constructors, LLC, a consortium of builders, designers, and engineers, will complete 
work on the new bridge under a fixed-price, design-build contract.  The bridge’s total cost includes 
$3.1 billion for the design-build contract and approximately $800 million for administrative and 
contingency costs.

The State is funding the $4 billion Cuomo Bridge with pay-as-you-go (PAYGO) capital contributions 
and borrowing. Approximately $1.1 billion in PAYGO comes primarily from the Thruway Stabilization 
Fund.6 The State established this fund in the fiscal year 2016 budget, appropriating $1.3 billion of 
the money received from financial settlements of litigation with financial institutions won over the 
past several years. In fiscal year 2017, the State budget appropriated an additional $700 million, 
increasing the fund to $2 billion. This fund allows the Thruway Authority to freeze tolls on the 
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system through 2020, with about half of the funds earmarked for the new bridge and the remainder 
for other Thruway Authority priorities.⁷

The remaining $2.9 billion cost is financed from two types of borrowing. In 2013 the federal 
government approved a $1.6 billion Transportation Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act 
(TIFIA) loan.8 TIFIA loans are granted by the U.S. Department of Transportation (USDOT) for major 
infrastructure projects undertaken by states, municipalities, and private partners, and provide 
access to credit and reduced debt service costs compared to other types of debt. The TIFIA program 
provides flexibility in the payback period, allowing borrowers to defer repayment up to five years 
after completion of the project. The USDOT estimates that use of a TIFIA loan, rather than other 
debt options, will save the Thruway Authority approximately $350 million over 35 years.9 The 
Thruway Authority has already issued $850 million in bonds and will issue up to $431 million more 
to cover the remaining costs, depending on whether additional administrative and contingency 
costs are incurred. Through June 2017, $279 million of contingency costs have been incurred, 
leaving about $528 million in unspent administrative and contingency costs, suggesting the final 
cost of the bridge could fall below the $4 billion projected price.10

The estimated $2.9 billion in TIFIA loan and Authority bond proceeds will require a revenue source 
to fund this borrowing. The Thruway’s TIFIA loan application included an increase in the new 
bridge’s toll as a means for financing the TIFIA debt.11 The delayed onset of the TIFIA payback 
period allows the Thruway Authority to postpone any increases through 2020; the extent of the 
toll increase on the Cuomo Bridge, or toll increases across the system that will be required after the 
freeze ends, remains unspecified.

Increasing Tolls on the New Bridge

A toll increase on the Cuomo Bridge is an equitable means of funding the project: the cost of 
the asset is borne by those benefiting from it through increased user fees. The State’s TIFIA loan 
application estimated a round-trip toll of $14 for passenger vehicles and $8.40 for commuters.12  
These estimates assumed the bridge would cost up to $5.4 billion and be financed entirely by 

Table 1: Financing the Mario M. Cuomo Bridge

Source: New York State Thruway Authority, June 2017 Monthly Financial Report (August 7, 2017), p. 14.
* Thru 06/30/2017

ExpendituresFinancing Sources

Federal TIFIA Loan
Thruway Bond Proceeds
State/Authority PAYGO
Total Sources

$1,600,000,000
$1,281,300,000
$1,066,700,000
$3,948,000,000

Design-Build Contract
Spent Contingency Costs*
Unspent Contingency Cost*
Total Expenditures

$3,141,685,000
$278,572,558
$527,742,442

$3,948,000,000
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federal and state debt.13 Based on the updated estimates, which include cost savings from the design-
build contract and reduced debt from the use of Thruway Stabilization funds, the new tolls would range 
between $9.67 and $10.61 for passenger cars using E-Z Pass, and $6.74 and $7.45 for local residents 
with commuter toll plans. (See Table 2.)14

Though doubling the toll on the new bridge would represent a significant change for those that cross it, 
this higher toll compares favorably to the nearest alternative crossing, the George Washington Bridge, 
which is approximately a half hour south of the Cuomo Bridge. The George Washington Bridge, which is 
owned and operated by the Port Authority, assesses a toll between $10.50 and $15 for cars, depending 
on the time of day and form of payment. The Cuomo Bridge with its toll increase would still represent a 
savings, between 28 percent and 34 percent for E-Z Pass commuters, and 25 percent and 32 percent for 
those paying without E-Z Pass compared to the George Washington Bridge.15 Studies show that demand 
for the use of the Tappan Zee crossing is inelastic; the projected toll increase would not decrease usage 
significantly.16

Increasing Tolls on the Thruway System 

Based on debt service costs, it is also possible to illustrate the magnitude of a toll increase across the 
entire Thruway system to pay for the Bridge’s debt. Annual debt service costs for the Cuomo Bridge’s 
loans and bonds will average $174 million.17 A 24 percent increase on all Thruway tolls including the 
Cuomo Bridge, assuming no decreases in utilization, would be required to fund the increase in debt 
service, and the new standard toll for the Cuomo Bridge would increase by $1.19, from $5.00 to $6.19. 
Drivers on other portions of the Thruway, not crossing the Cuomo Bridge, would see their tolls increase 
24 percent, despite not using the new bridge.18

This systemwide toll increase is both inequitable and unlikely. Though an across-the-board increase of 
Thruway tolls to pay for the bridge would stretch the connection between users of the bridge paying for 

Sources: New York State Thruway Authority, June 2017 Monthly Financial Report (August 7, 2017); New York State Thruway Authority, 2017 Budget 
(October 2016); and New York State Thruway Authority, Vehicle Trips, Miles and E-Z Pass Statistics (December 2015)

Note: Toll estimates based on calculations by CBC staff. Full-cost scenario assumes that the Thruway Authority will issue an additional $431 million 
in bonds as projected. Low-cost scenario assumes no additional bonds beyond the existing $850 million will be issued.

Table 2: Projection of a New Toll on Mario M. Cuomo Bridge

Low-Cost Scenario:

Full-Cost Scenario:

Federal TIFIA

$1,600,000,000

$1,600,000,000

Thruway Bonds

$850,000,000

$1,281,300,000

Total Debt

$2,450,000,000

$2,881,300,000

Commuters

$6.74 to $7.45Toll Using E-Z Pass:

Toll Without E-Z Pass: n/a

Non-Commuters

$9.67 to $10.61

$10.20 to $11.19
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its construction, operation, and maintenance, it would still represent Thruway tolls supporting Thruway 
infrastructure. Current tolls, on the old bridge, represent a significant share of the revenue generated by 
the entire system: nearly one-fifth of all Thruway revenues are generated by the Tappan Zee Bridge.19 

The State Budget Director recently stated: “Tolls on the bridge will cover all of the remaining costs of its 
construction.”20 What remains unsaid, and is perhaps unknown, is the extent to which the new Cuomo 
Bridge will support the rest of the Thruway.

Conclusion

Increasing the toll on the new Cuomo Bridge alone is the appropriate approach, and the new toll should 
cover all of the bridge’s debt and maintenance costs. The announced systemwide toll freeze runs through 
2020, preventing the toll increase from coinciding with the functional completion of the bridge in 2018, 
when debt service will begin to be paid. Instead of allowing drivers to use the new bridge for three 
years before facing a toll increase, the freeze should be reconsidered and the Thruway Authority should 
increase tolls by the rate necessary to service the debt when the costs are payable. Even if the toll 
doubles, the Cuomo Bridge still represents a significant value relative to its alternative crossing, the 
George Washington Bridge. 

There should also be transparency and public discussion on the toll increase now, as the bridge is opened 
for use. The best approach would be to effectuate a toll increase that covers all of the increased debt 
service costs, when the asset begins serving users with the completion of the bridge.
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ENDNOTES

[1] For example, the George Washington Bridge to the south extends 4,760 feet, and the Bear Mountain 
Bridge to the north extends 2,225 feet. The Tappan Zee Bridge would be more than 16,000 feet long. See: 
Philip M. Plotch, Politics Across the Hudson: The Tappan Zee Megaproject (Rutgers University Press, 2015), 
pp. 7-13.

[2] These include untreated wooden pilings for the causeway portion of the bridge, a relatively thin concrete 
deck, and a poor drainage system that funneled water and salt from deicing operations to the bridge’s steel 
superstructure. A former Thruway Authority chief engineer described the old bridge as, “a fragile structure 
that’s been rotting away since it was built.” See: Philip M. Plotch, Politics Across the Hudson: The Tappan Zee 
Megaproject (Rutgers University Press, 2015), pp. 7-13.

[3] The toll was doubled and charged only to eastbound drivers in 1970 when Hudson River crossings adopted 
a single-direction tolling system. See: Joseph C. Ingraham, “Thruway Opened with Dedication of Last Toll 
Link,” The New York Times (December 16, 1955), www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/01/18/nyregion/
tappan-zee-in-1955.html. 

[4] For more on replacing the Tappan Zee Bridge, see: Philip M. Plotch, Politics Across the Hudson: The Tappan 
Zee Megaproject (Rutgers University Press, 2015).

[5] The two completed spans of the Cuomo Bridge will each accommodate four lanes of vehicle traffic as well 
as lanes for emergency vehicles, rapid bus transit, and bicycle and pedestrian lanes.

[6] The Bridge has used $750 million from the Fund. Up to $450 million more could be used according to the 
Thruway Authority’s 2017 budget. See: New York State Thruway Authority, Monthly Financial Report (May 
2017), p. 14, www.thruway.ny.gov/about/financial/monthly/2017/monthly-financials/may2017finrpt.pdf, 
and 2017 Budget (October 2016), p. 17, www.thruway.ny.gov/about/financial/budgetbooks/books/2017-
budget.pdf.

[7] New York State Thruway Authority, 2017 Budget (October 2016), p. 14, www.thruway.ny.gov/about/
financial/budgetbooks/books/2017-budget.pdf. 

[8] The $1.6 billion loan granted for the Tappan Zee Bridge replacement was the largest ever granted through 
the TIFIA program. See: U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration, “New NY 
(Tappan Zee) Bridge Replacement” (accessed September 8, 2017), www.transportation.gov/tifia/financed_
projects/new_ny_tappan_zee_bridge_replacement. 

[9] U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration, “New NY (Tappan Zee) Bridge 
Replacement” (accessed September 8, 2017), www.transportation.gov/tifia/financed-projects/new-ny-
tappen-zee-bridge-replacement.

[10] New York State Thruway Authority, June 2017 Monthly Financial Report (August 7, 2017), p. 14, www.
thruway.ny.gov/about/financial/monthly/2017/monthly-financials/june2017finrpt.pdf. 

[11] U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration, “New NY (Tappan Zee) Bridge 
Replacement” (accessed September 8, 2017), www.transportation.gov/tifia/financed-projects/new-ny-
tappen-zee-bridge-replacement; and New York State Thruway Authority, The "New" New York Bridge - 
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Project Support Materials for TIFIA Financing Request (September 2012), p. 23, www.newnybridge.
com/documents/study-documents/tifia-presentation-sep5.pdf. 

[12] New York State Thruway Authority, “Toll Options” (September 2012), www.newnybridge.com/
documents/study-documents/toll-options.pdf; and “Officials: $14 Toll Expected For New Tappan 
Zee Bridge; Commuters Go Ballistic,” CBS New York (August 3, 2012), http://newyork.cbslocal.
com/2012/08/03/want-to-cross-the-new-tappan-zee-bridge-prepare-to-pay-up/. 

[13] New York State Thruway Authority, July 2012 - Letter of Interest - TIFIA Credit Program (July 27, 2012), 
p. 7, www.newnybridge.com/documents/study-documents/tifia-sept-2012.pdf. 

[14] Local residents may purchase a commuter plan through E-Z Pass for $60 per month for 20 or more 
trips, reducing the current cost of each trip to approximately $3. This toll estimate is based on 
average annual debt service costs of $174 million. Debt service costs are calculated with an interest 
rate of 3.89 percent on the $1.6 billion federal TIFIA loan and an interest rate of 4.9 percent on $1.3 
billion of Thruway Authority bonds over a 30-year amortization period, irrespective of the dates 
of initial principal repayments. These debt service costs are divided by traffic levels of 26 million 
trips per year. The full-cost scenario assumes that the Thruway Authority will issue the additional 
$431 million in bonds as projected. The low-cost scenario assumes that no additional bonds beyond 
the existing $850 million will be issued. No toll increase is calculated for cash-paying commuters 
because all commuters on the bridge use E-Z Pass. New toll levels also assume that the current toll 
will still be needed to cover ongoing maintenance and other costs that will not be eliminated once 
the new bridge is completed. If costs decrease the final toll levels should be adjusted accordingly

[15] The nearest crossing to the north, the Bear Mountain Bridge, is not a viable crossing alternative for 
most travelers because it is a half hour north of the Tappan Zee and is not directly connected to 
the Thruway. The Bear Mountain Bridge requires a toll of $1.50 for cash-paying passenger vehicles 
with a $0.25 discount for E-Z Pass. New York State Bridge Authority, “Toll Schedule/E-Zpass Info” 
(accessed September 8, 2017), www.nysba.state.ny.us/Index%20Page/NYSWeb_tolls_NoLogo.htm; 
and The Port Authority of New York & New Jersey, “Tolls” (accessed September 8, 2017), www.
panynj.gov/bridges-tunnels/tolls.html. 

[16] Estimates concluded that a 300 percent increase in the bridge toll would lead to a 9 percent 
reduction in bridge traffic. See: New York State Thruway Authority, July 2012 - Letter of Interest - 
TIFIA Credit Program (July 27, 2012), p. 8, www.newnybridge.com/documents/study-documents/
tifia-sept-2012.pdf.

[17] Debt service costs for the Thruway Authority in 2017 are projected to be $358 million. See: New 
York State Thruway Authority, 2017 Budget (October 2016), p. 7, www.thruway.ny.gov/about/
financial/budgetbooks/books/2017-budget.pdf. 

[18] For example, the drive from Albany’s Exit 23 to Exit 15 at Woodbury (the last toll barrier southbound 
on I-87) currently requires a toll of $4.99, roughly equal to the existing Tappan Zee Bridge toll. Under 
a systemwide toll hike, the cost of this 111-mile trip would also increase by $1.19.

[19] New York State Thruway Authority, 2017 Budget (October 2016), p. 41, www.thruway.ny.gov/about/
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financial/budgetbooks/books/2017-budget.pdf. 

[20] The Budget Director’s statement clarified a previous statement by the Governor that the tolls of 
the “entire [Thruway] system” could be used to fund the debt service costs for the bridge after the 
toll freeze ends in 2020. See Matthew Hamilton, “Cuomo: Thruway tolls to help pay for Tappan 
Zee Bridge work,” Times Union (July 27, 2017), www.timesunion.com/7day-state/article/Cuomo-
to-Trump-Where-s-the-1-trillion-for-11482487.php; and Robert Mujica, “Letter: Upstate motorists 
not paying for bridge,” Times Union (August 7, 2017), www.timesunion.com/opinion/article/Letter-
Upstate-motorists-not-paying-for-bridge-11740296.php. 
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